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STATEMENT OF SENATOR MAX BAUCUS
Grass Range High School Commencement
May 16, 1990
Thank you, Jill, for that kind introduction. And congratulations to you and
your classmates. It is indeed an honor for me to be here today.
As I look out upon this graduating class of eleven young men and women,
I cannot help but recall the strange mix of emotions I felt thirty-two years ago
when I graduated from Helena High School.
There was pride in the accomplishment of graduating; there was both fear
and excitement about the future; and there was, of course, sadness about soon
having to say goodbye to friends and family.
I suspect each of today's graduates understands what I am talking about.
This is a time of great change in each of your lives.
And, for most of you, I realize this change will take you away from
Montana to further your education, to start a career, or to serve our country in the
armed forces.
I hope each and every one of you will eventually find your way back home
to Montana. Yet, whatever the future holds, you will be well served by the
academic skills and moral values taught right here in Grass Range.
But, as the winds of change sweep across your lives today, they also sweep
across Montana and the entire nation. Whether you remain in Montana or move
to a large city, your lives will be affected by these changes.
Many of your parents and I graduated from High School at a time when the
unifying influence in our lives was the Iron Curtain. We knew who the enemy
was. We knew that our challenge was to beat the Russians. And we did it. We
won the Cold War.
But now, having savored our victory, we look around our country and we
recognize that the biggest challenge we must face is no longer a military
challenge. It is an economic challenge.
Grass Range, Montana may seem light years away from the burned out
streets of Los Angeles or the crack infested ghettos of Washington, D.C. Yet I
believe the problems affecting our cities affect us all.
While I believe folks in Montana and other largely rural states must care
about the future of our major cities, I see an increasingly insensitive attitude
among some urban Americans toward our needs.
It seems as though I spend most of my time in Washington fending off
proposals that would harm our way of life here in Montana. These proposals
come from people who do not understand Montana and the west; our values, our
economy, or our way of life. Let me provide a few examples:
o Some environmental groups are advocating and agitating for massive
wilderness designations in our state.
While I believe there is a place for additional wilderness in Montana,
the proposals promoted by these organizations would place millions
of acres of off limits to Montana workers and-recreationists.
The proposed "Big Open" is one example in this part of Montana. And the
most outrageous and insensitive of these proposals is the so called "Buffalo
Commons" being promoted by two New Jersey college professors. From
their ivory tower, they call for turning much of Montana and the American
West back over to the buffalo.
o During the debate over last year's highway bill, urban interests attempted
to raid the Highway Trust Fund. They pushed for proposals that would
have left Grass Range and every other community along Highway 200 in
virtual isolation.
These proposals would have made it impossible for Montana and other
large, sparsely populated states to maintain their existing system of farm-to-
market roads. Fortunately, they lost this battle in the Senate, but not by
much.
o Last year, a Senator from Vermont proposed raising the grazing fee on
federal lands by four times its current rate.
This short sighted proposal would have driven many Montana
ranchers off the land.
Again, we were able to defeat this proposal in the Senate. But it is a bad
idea that will almost certainly resurface.
Drugs, crime, racism, AIDS, domestic violence, illiteracy, pollution, and
traffic congestion have ruined the quality of life for millions of Americans.
These problems tear at the moral fibre of the entire nation. They
undermine our competitiveness. They make America appear increasingly backward
and oppressive to the rest of the world. And they cost each and every one of us
hard earned tax dollars.
It would be easy to think of Montana as an island; a place where we need
not care about such problems. But it would also be wrong. Those of us
fortunate enough to live in Montana should not turn a blind eye toward the
problems and discontent facing urban America.
In his recent book, The Disuniting of America, historian Arthur Schlesinger,
Jr. contends that the "centrifugal forces" of special interest politics are tearing this
country apart.
The President criticizes Congress, and congressional leaders respond by
taking after the President; labor bashes business, and business fires back at labor
full force.
The environmentalists criticize agriculture, and agriculture, in turn, blasts the
environmentalists. It all adds up to gridlock.
Nobody seems willing to compromise, and nothing gets done. We as a
people and a society are constantly being pulled from one another. And, today,
the fabric of our society, and our political institutions, already so fragile, seems
close to rupture.
We are a nation. We must face our problems together. We must respect
each others' different backgrounds, concerns, and points of view.
Fortunately, we here in Montana have avoided most of the difficulties
facing our big cities. However, we face problems of our own.
Every year, too many of our young people are forced to leave the state to
find work. Our state and local governments must struggle to make ends meet and
provide essential services.
Increasingly, we see high paying jobs disappear only to be replaced with
replaced with minimum wage service sector and tourism jobs; and you cannot
raise a family on minimum wage.
o And, as a final example, let me mention Fort Peck Lake. Over the years,
I suspect that most of the people in this room have spent some good times
at Fort Peck. But, if you have been to Fort Peck lately, you know that the
boating and fishing these days are not what they ought to be.
The problem is that, for years and years, navigation interests in the more
populace states downstream have successfully pressured the Army Corps of
Engineers to release water from Fort Peck. They claim that recreation in
Montana and the Dakotas should always take a back seat to navigation -
even though navigation along the Missouri generates only one-sixth the
economic activity of recreation.
I believe we have begun to turn the corner in this fight to keep Montana's
water in Montana. The Corps is beginning to pay attention to our concerns.
But, at the low water levels at Fort Peck show, we have a long way to go.
This fight will continue for many years to come.
All of this shows that, while we may not have riots and looting, Montana
faces many challenges. We must build an economic future for our state that gives
you, today's graduates, and all of our young people the option of making a decent
living under the Big Sky.
And we must balance the need for economic growth with the equally
important need to maintain our environment and our quality of life. It will not be
easy, but if we work together, and if our public officials show leadership and
courage, the future of Montana knows few limits.>
And because it IS your future at stake, each of you has a right to expect
more than politics as usual from your leaders. You have a right to be angry.
But, whatever you do, never allow this anger to turn to cynicism and
inaction. Never doubt for a moment that you and others in your generation have
what it takes to make this nation and the world a better place. Your idealism and
energy are a precious resource.
Stand up for the things you believe in. In your own way, strive to make
your nation, state and community a better place. And never forget that the
business of politics and government are only bad when they are dominated by bad
people.
Each of today's graduates, and every member of this audience, can make a
difference. Together, we can restore the confidence that we truly are one nation,
indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.
Thank you, congratulations, and good luck.
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